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J O A Q U I M  T O R R E S  G A R C I A ,  
AN INTELLECTUAL ADVENTURE 
"OURS IS A TRADE OF THE SPIRIT. IF WE SAY THAT MAN IS THE 
UNIVERSE, WE CAN ALSO SAY THE REVERSE; BECAUSE IN FACT 
THE UNIVERSE 1s- NOTHING MORE THAN MAN'S PROJECTION." 
J O A N  A G U T  P U B L I S H E R  
oaquim Torres Garcia was born 
in Montevideo, Uruguay, on 28 o 
July 1 874, son of a Catalan father ; 
and a uruguayan mother. In 1 981, when 
he was seventeen, the family moved to 
Catalonia, fint to Mataró, his fathefs u 
home town, then to Barcelona. 
In the Catalan capital, Torres Garcia 
trained as a painter and soon ioined the 
most modern intellectual movements of 
the time. Always a controversia1 figure, 
somewhat unsociable and very withdrawn, 
Torres Garcia spent his whole life fighting 
for his place in the sun, trying to perfect his 
work to his own satisfaction and strug- 
gling for a reasonable subsistence in the 
face of the difficulties his surroundings 
presented. 
In 1909, Torres Garcia married Manolita 
Piña, a marriage which was to produce 
four children. In 1920, because of finan- 
cial difficulties, the incomprehension his 
work created and the bad luck he was 
having, he decided to abandon Catalo- 
nia. That year, he went to Paris on the 
fint stage of an odyssey that was to take 
him to New York (1 920-1 922), then 
to Italy, where he lived in Fiesole and 
Livorne (1 922-1 924), to Villefranche- 
sur-mer, France (1 924-1 926), to Paris 
(1 926-1 932), to Madrid (1 932-1 934), 
before he finally abandoned Europe for 
good, in 1934, and settled in Monte- 
video, where he died in 1949. 
Torres Garcia carried out a good deal of 
his pictorial work in Catalonia. He soon 
joined the Noucentista movement and 
formed a deep friendship with Eugeni 
dlOn, its principal ideologue, which lasted 
until about 191 3. His aesthetic concerns, 
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reflected in Notes sobre art (Notes on 
Art), Girona, 191 3, Dialegs (Dialogues), 
Terrassa, 1 91 5, El descubrimiento de si 
mismo (The Discovery of Oneself), Giro- 
na, 191 7, brought him close to the avant- 
garde group led by Joan Salvat Papas- 
seit. From the beginning, Torres Garcia 
contributed to "the spiritually subvenive 
broadsheet" Un enemic del poble (Public 
Enemy), direded by Salvat Papasseit. 
There, he published his mini-manifesto 
Art-Evolució, November, 191 7. It should 
be pointed out that Torres Garcia wrote 
almost as much as he painted. His literary 
work, based on a permanent reflection on 
art and the artist's personal adventure, is 
as important as his painting itself. 
In 1905, in the weekly El Poble Catala, 
Eugeni &On, under the name of Octavi 
de Romeu, demanded "large spaces" for 
Torres Garcia's painting. The fint oppor- 
tunity only presented itself in 1908, when 
he was asked to paint six murals for the 
church of Sant Agusti in Barcelona. These 
paintings were the start of a muralist pro- 
duction through which the artist was able 
to express his ideas on Mediterranean 
classicism, at the same time as he had to 
suffer the misfortune of seeing how this 
work was hounded by endless bad luck 
The paintings in the church of Sant Agusti 
disappeared in the revolutionary fires of 
1936. 
Also in 1908, he painted the apse of the 
church of The Divine Shepherdess in 
Sarri4 Barcelona, for an order of mendi- 
cant monks, who disliked his surly manner 
and his daring pictorial concepts. Within a 
few months, the mural was buried under 
reproductions of the work of Fra Angeli- 
co, in spite of the protests of Joan Ma- 
ragall, Joan Llimona and Antoni Gaudí. 
In the same year, Torres Garcia painted 
some panels for the treasurefs office at 
the Barcelona City Hall. The next time the 
city council was changed, the panels were 
removed and later lost for ever, in spite of 
the public outcry the affair caused. 
In 191 2, the artist was in contact with 
Enric Prat de la Riba, then president of the 
Diputació and the Mancomunitat de 
Catalunya, regarding the painting of the 
frescos in the Sant Jordi Hall, in the palace 
of the former Generalitat. Work started 
the following year, thanks to the bu- 
reaucratic formula of naming Torres Gar- 
cia assistant to the provincial deputation's 
architect. The fint part of the work was 
finished halfway through 191 3 and, 
although Prat de la Riba did not himself 
contest it, a disparaging campaign was 
started by the publicist Josep Roca i Roca 
from the magazine La Actualidad. This 
campaign was joined by the representa- 
tives of artistic traditionalism in the city. 
The younger artists and intellectuals pro- 
nounced themselves in favour of the work 
and defended it from La Publicitat, La Re- 
vista, Flama, La Veu de Catalunya and 
other publications. Xenius (Eugeni dlOrs), 
who had always defended Torres Gar- 
cia's painting, also joined in the con- 
troveny but on this occasion he did so 
reticently and ambiguously. The second 
set of frescos were ready by mid-1915 
and the third and fourth in 191 7. These 
last were probably the ones that caused 
most surprise, since Torres, abandoning 
allegorical themes, portrayed the reality 
of the moment: workers, employers, steam 
engines and planes. Finally, the criticisms 
became more bitter when Torres started 
the last mural, which was considered to be 
of questionable morality. 
After the death of Prat de la Riba, on 1 st 
August 1 91 7, his successor, Josep Puig i 
Cadafalch, had work on the paintings 
stopped, with the excuse of "lack of 
funds", and in spite of Torres Garcia's 
unsuccessful proposal that he continue 
painting without payment. The frescos 
were shamefully covered with tapestries. 
During the dictatorship of Primo de 
Rivera, after the abolition of the Manco- 
munitat de Catalunya, the count of Mont- 
seny, president of the provincial depu- 
tation, had the hall repainted with themes 
from Spanish history by painten of the 
most academic tendencies. 
A similar fate befell the frescos that Torres 
Garcia painted for Emili Badiella's private 
residence in Terrassa, many of which 
have been lost for ever. 
Because of the constant bad luck that 
haunted his best-loved work, and the fi- 
nancial difficulties that barely allowed him 
to survive in the hostile environment 
where he was known as Torres-desgra- 
cies (Torres-misfortunes), Torres Garcia 
left Catalonia, an embittered man, never 
to return again. 
I have already mentioned that Torres 
Garcia's written work is as significant as 
his painting itself. He wrote nine books, a 
dozen plaqueffes, written and illustrated 
by hand, hundreds of articles and gave 
almost a thousand lectures. This enormous 
intellectual undertaking had a single goal: 
to discover himself as an artist and to 
discover the meaning of art. In fact, it rep- 
resents a unique adventure that takes in 
aesthetics and ethics, the sociology of art 
and philosophy. Starting from a certain 
romantic idealism, at the beginning of the 
century, Torres Garcia conneded fully 
with the Noucentista movement, through 
which he discovered Mediterranean 
classicism. '?Ve search for what is eternal 
in us"; "From this sea so blue and this 
foam so white, Aphrodite can still 
emerge", he wrote in Dialegs, in 191 5. 
But above all else, Torres Garcia was a 
man of his time, who was aware of the 
vitality and the importance of the progress 
that penonifies the city. "To lose oneself in 
a thousand streets that connect with an- 
other thousand and a thousand more. In 
each street a thousand houses, a 
thousand holes, the dwellings of 
thousands of people. I have just described 
the city. How beautiful!", he wrote in El 
descubrimiento de si mismo, in 1 91 7. His 
intellectual adventure has one permanent 
point of reference: individuality itself. ''To 
make our way alone. To be, each one of 
us, a path". "The living I is the only thing of 
interest. One should not paint nor speak 
unless it is about oneself." "I start from my- 
self." "I am always searching for myself." 
"I understand nothing except what I arn." 
"I believe, I obey, my inner impulses, 
without worrying about anything else, I 
become a spiritual being." "One should 
aim for the absolute. This cannot be 
leamed; it is already in one's conscience", 
he wrote in 1 91 7 in Un enemic del poble, 
prefiguring the aim of totality and uni- 
versality which later, at the peak of his 
maturity and once settled in Montevideo 
for good, he was to develop in Univena- 
lisme Constructiu. 
In this work, he brings together two hun- 
dred and twenty-one lectures given in 
Montevideo between 1 934 and 1 942, in 
which he explains the basic concepts of 
his ideas on aesthetics: Abstraction, Struc- 
ture, Unity and Univenality. '7he forms 
and coloun that our senses perceive are, 
therefore, re-elaborated and they 
become the obiect of a reorganization. 
But this is not carried out arbitrarily. 
Subjecting it to order, nature can be el- 
evated to a universal plane and the visible 
can be adiusted to the law of Unity that 
rules over the Cosmos." But Torres Gar- 
cia's reflections on aesthetics w h i c h  in 
fact are lessons-- are not limited stridly to 
art, although this is the starting point and 
the constant reference point. In a way, the 
originality of his thinking lies in its tran- 
scendence of art and artist to take in life 
and man in their deepest sense. "Oun is a 
trade of the spirit." "lf we say that man is 
the univene, we can also say the revene; 
because in fact the Univene is nothing 
more than man's projection." • 
